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Abstract 
 
The findings of a study undertaken to identify attitudes towards sustainability held by 
a group of Brisbane architects and designers are presented and explored in terms of 
their implications for education, research and practice.  Overall, it was found that the 
practitioners do not appreciate the complexity and multidimensional nature of 
sustainability and its associated issues. Despite espoused commitment to the notion of 
sustainability, very little ‘sustainable practice’ is conducted at home or in relation to 
design practice. This is attributed to several factors including lack of knowledge, lack 
of opportunity and lack of a sense of personal responsibility. Recommendations are 
made for academics with respect to the collaborative development of more effective 
practical support for designers and the fostering of attitudes compatible with the co-
evolutionary view of sustainable behaviour. 
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Introduction 
This paper reports on a project undertaken to gain a general appreciation of the factors 
associated with sustainability and their implications for education, research and 
architectural design practice. The project was essentially designed to produce findings 
of value for myself and other academics involved in education and research. It was 
prompted by the realisation that the issue of sustainability is not being addressed as 
urgently or as extensively as it could be by academics through their research and 
teaching. 
 
 
Review of Literature on Sustainability 
The literature on sustainability reviewed for this project was drawn from a variety of 
sources incorporating environmental management, environmental 
sociology/psychology, architectural practice and architectural design education. 
 
Despite a focus on energy efficiency, waste management and resource conservation 
for building and urban design, very few sustainable features have been incorporated 
into building products and practice (Thomas et al 1996). In terms of architectural 
practice, Thomas et al (1996) identify high cost, poor consumer demand, lack of 
community interest and government regulations, low interest and restricted 
knowledge as the main barriers to sustainable practice. Other writers highlight 
additional reasons including: the lack of integration of sustainable practices in the 
design process as a whole (Branch 1993); and, the lack of weight and rigor afforded to 
environmental factors, the lack of records of cases of sustainable practice, the lack of 
timely and relevant information, tools that have not been developed with design 
constraints in mind, insensitive designers, and lack of knowledge with sustainability 
issues as basic tenets (McDonald & Brown 1995). 
 
The emphasis on these factors as barriers to sustainable practice reflects an 
understanding of sustainability chiefly in technological terms. A review of other 
papers however presents it as something much broader and more socially and 
spiritually pervasive. For example, Hallin (1985) regards consumerism and the 
‘dominant social paradigm’ as the main barrier to greater sustainable practice and 
behaviour. According to Hallin (1985), from within the dominant social paradigm 
humans are seen as being exempt from and above nature. He argues that sustainable 
behaviour relies on a change in how people understand their relationship with the 
environment; a change to a more ecologically integrative view of humankind (the 
‘new environmental paradigm’). Elgin (1994) expands on this by regarding the 
environment in terms of the world. Specifically, he identifies three different world 
views: (1) ‘the materialist view’ in which progress is conceived of in terms of material 
achievements in science, architecture, art, literature and so on; (2) the 
transcendentalist view, which regards progress as a journey from matter to body to 
mind to soul to spirit; and (3) ‘the co-evolutionary view’ (which he advocates) in 
which progress or the evolutionary journey is seen as the synergistic development and 
refinement of both the material and consciousness aspects of life (p.236). 
 
Support for alternative views of this person-environment relationship also comes from 
other writers such as Branch (1993) who states: “We have entered a state of 
interdependence while continuing to believe that what we do affects only ourselves” 
(p.74). Slaughter (1994) advocates that common humanity demands a concern and 
caring for future generations. On this ethical aspect of sustainability, Gooch (1995) 
cites the differentiation of Barbour (1980) incorporating: (1) short-run human benefits 
from the environment; (2) duties to future generations; and (3) duties to non-human 
beings. The desire to provide a sound environment for individual groups of living 
entities now and in the future is generally termed ‘stewardship’. This aspect of 
sustainability is conveyed in the following definition by Olson (1994): “a sustainable 
society is one with enough foresight, flexibility and wisdom to avoid undermining the 
ecological foundations on which it is built, one that can persist and improve on into 
the distant future” (p.156). In the view of Elgin (1994), this can only happen if we 
have a compelling sense of purpose and potential for living together as a world 
community. 
 
Overall, the review suggests that “sustainable practice requires not only a change in 
the way that natural resources are used and allocated but also an evaluation of the 
political and economic values and institutions that shape their consumption” (Pirages 
1994, p.203). Correspondingly, alterations of economic, social and political practices 
will demand shifts in personal values, attitudes and goals (Corson 1994, p.207). 
 
 
Attitudes and Sustainability 
For the study described in this paper, an ‘attitude’ is defined as a predisposition or 
tendency to respond toward something in an evaluative way, that is, in cognitive, 
affective and behavioural terms (Eagly & Chaiken 1993). While the study focuses on 
attitudes, it is also accepted that other factors can affect behaviour. For example, 
studies such as those by Vanclay & Lawrence (1995) of farmers’ attitudes to 
conservation show that behaviour can be affected by the potentially enormous 
influence of social desirability. Specifically, they found that farmers occupying a 
particular social field have a set of predispositions which attract particular value (that 
is, provide cultural capital) to those who achieve in ways sanctioned by others in the 
social field. In addition to social desirability, other factors can be significant in 
influencing behaviour including knowledge of issues, knowledge of action strategies 
and sense of responsibility (Hallin 1995). 
 
On the other hand, in certain conditions, attitudes can have a strong effect on 
behaviour. Vanclay & Lawrence (1995) identify these as when other influences have 
been minimal, when the attitude is specifically relevant to the behaviour, and in 
situations where individuals are keenly aware of their attitudes. Hallin (1995), in his 
study of people’s motives for taking environmental action, found that many 
conservers did not change their behaviour due to environmental problems. They were 
triggered instead by major historical events, the result of becoming role models, 
growing awareness, increased ascription of responsibility and because of 
environmental action itself. For those people who do not internalise sustainability 
issues, Hallin (1995) suggests that measures must not focus solely on attitudinal 
change but rather on practical solutions that are compatible with their everyday lives. 
 
 
The Study and Its Findings 
The aim of the study was to develop a basic appreciation of the attitude towards 
sustainability held by a group of practicing architects and designers in Brisbane, 
Australia. Because of the focus on attitudes, the study was qualitative in its approach. 
Participants were given a semi-structured questionnaire inviting them to respond to a 
range of closed and open questions. Seventeen questionnaires were distributed and 
returned. Qualitative studies dealing with people’s conceptions of some aspect of the 
world usually require the involvement of between 15 to 30 participants in order to 
produce findings, which are of sufficient depth and variation. 
 
The participants were selected to achieve variation in age, training and experience. 
They included 10 males and seven females ranging in age from under 25 to between 
46 and 55. Of the 17 participants, five are interior designers, 11 are architects, one is 
an urban designer and one is an industrial designer. Projects which they had been or 
were involved with at the time of the study included residential and domestic design, 
urban planning and development, public and institutional design, retail and office 
design and refurbishment, landscaping, and furniture and fittings design and/or 
specification. They work in general design or specialist design practices with a small 
to large number of staff. 
 
While the comments made by the participant designers correspond with some of the 
issues identified in the review of literature on sustainability, overall they fail to 
acknowledge its complexity and multidimensional character. This is evident in the 
following exploration of the findings in terms of their cognitive (what the designers 
thought about sustainability and its associated aspects), affective (how the designers 
felt about sustainability and its associated aspects), and behavioural (how the 
designers implemented sustainability practice) dimensions. 
 
In general, the designers’ understanding of sustainability was confirmed to the 
physical dimension incorporating such aspects as greening, wilderness preservation, 
energy efficiency and recycling. They perceived that their role, both personally and 
professionally with respect to sustainability, was one of management. This is reflected 
in the following statement by one of the participants: “sustainability is the 
consumption of materials, in such a way that enables that consumption to continue 
forever without depleting a store or the status quo of the resources”. Only a couple of 
the participants regarded sustainability from a broader social/equity perspective. The 
stewardship role is conveyed by one designer who wrote: “sustainability is the need to 
create an environment and way of life which supports our needs and ensures we are 
not depleting any valuable future resources”. 
 
Their restricted understanding of sustainability is also evident in the admission by 
most participants that they were either poorly or only moderately informed about 
greening, wilderness preservation, stewardship, energy efficiency, lifecycle analysis, 
intergenerational equity, waste management, energy/resource conservation, recycling, 
sick building syndrome and ecosystem management. They thought that they were 
most poorly informed abut stewardship and intergenerational equity. Their limited 
understanding of sustainability also appears to correlate with: personal practices 
which are confined to energy efficiency (for example, the selection of appliances) and 
recycling (of domestic refuse); and professional practices involving a concern for 
wilderness management (the selection of plantation timber), greening (reducing hard, 
exposed surface areas), recycling (use of pres-used timber), and energy efficiency and 
conservation (such as the consideration of climatic issues in building and product 
specification). Of other activities associated with sustainable practice, most were not 
active in environmental projects although they indicated that they did donate money 
and read relevant information. Most of the participants described how they put 
aesthetic concerns before sustainability concerns. Less than half of the participants 
confirmed that they raised the issue of sustainability with their clients. Most of the 
participants stated that they were conscious of the impact of their life style choices on 
the environment, other people and things, now and in the future. 
 
At this stage, the findings suggest that while there is an espoused commitment to 
sustainability, in effect, very little sustainable practice appear to be undertaken at 
home or at work. This could be attributed to several factors including lack of 
commitment and lack of knowledge and/or awareness. To explore this further, the 
participants were asked to identify reasons why sustainable design practices are not 
more common. They pointed to the following: lack of case studies that relate to the 
wide range of projects with which they are involved; the higher (immediate) costs 
associated with sustainable design practices, materials and processes; a lack of 
understanding of the long term cost benefits of sustainable practice and operations; 
poor market demand; lack of incentives in the design studio; absence of a restricted 
public policy; high difficulty; the disruption caused to normal practice routine; 
technical emphasis (as apposed to aesthetic); lack of knowledge on the part of the 
designer; poor availability of information; lack of independent and unbiased literature; 
press and media preference for aesthetics; difficulty in achieving concurrent 
environmental, economic and social  outcomes, and difficulty in finding aesthetics as 
well as environmentally friendly products. 
 
Cognitively, then, most designers exhibited a restricted understanding of sustainability 
and its associated issues. Their emphasis on external factors as barriers to sustainable 
practice reflects a reluctance or inability to internalise the issues. While this may be 
due to a lack of training, lack of relevant information and/or lack of opportunity, it 
could also, in some cases, be due to a lack of personal commitment. In affective 
terms, the study found that some designers were either hostile or indifferent to the 
demand for sustainable behaviour and practice. Of those designers who thought 
sustainable practice represented responsible behaviour; some stated that it was too 
difficult, particularly in the area of architectural design, while others saw it as another 
constraint which must be considered in a realistic way along with all the other factors 
which are integral to the design process. In behavioural terms, sustainable design 
practice appears to be restricted (by the designers in the study) to the spasmodic 
application of a few technologically oriented procedures. Overall, the attitudes 
towards sustainability just describe reflect deeper philosophical positions; namely, the 
materialist position and (to a minor extent) the co-evolutionary position. 
 
 
Implications of the Study for Education, Research and Practice 
The review of literature and the empirical study just described confirm that designers 
do not understand sustainable practice to the extent that is either technologically 
possible or socially warranted. Consequently, “the academic community must become 
more involved in research and teaching about sustainability” (Pirages 1994, p. 204). 
In addition to researchers like Pirages (1994) and Hallin (1995), practitioners also 
appear to support the need for greater and different academic involvement. For the 
designers involved in the study, their views of the role that design courses currently 
play in the development of sustainable practices generally ranged from small to 
reasonable. Most agreed that a greater focus on sustainability issues in professional 
development and continuing education programs by tertiary or professional 
institutions or both would improve their practice. 
 
It therefore seems reasonable to recommend that academics should become involved 
in two ways: (1) in the development of more effective practical support for designers; 
and (2) providing opportunities for future designers and others to develop more 
socially responsible and responsive attitudes and behaviour. While both these courses 
of action are integrally linked, I will deal with each one independently. The discussion 
is not intended to be exhaustive but rather to highlight major points raised as a result 
of the study. 
 
With respect to practical support, it is recommended that design academics aim to 
foster greater collaborative research and development links with other disciplines 
(including the social sciences), design practitioners, and relevant professional and 
industry organisations and, with their involvement: modify existing resources to make 
them more ‘design’ friendly; produce more extensive and unbiased technical 
literature; develop ways of making information on sustainability issues more 
accessible to designers, clients and the community in general; identify and develop 
potential sources of economic support for research and development to do with 
sustainable practice; acknowledge initiatives and advancement in sustainable research, 
development and practice; encourage post graduate research of sustainability issues 
from various perspectives, for example, social, cultural, political, economic; 
philosophical and ecological; record and disseminate specific cases of sustainable 
practice; develop more cost-effective products and processes for sustainable practice; 
develop materials and products which are ecologically, economically and aesthetically 
compatible; explore the meaning of aesthetics and economic issues in the context of 
sustainable living; gain a greater understanding of the economic and political values 
that influence the demand for and consumption of certain material resources; develop 
and implement community service programs aimed at educating potential design users 
of the long term benefits of sustainable behaviour and practice; develop and offer 
continuing education programs on sustainability issues for design practitioners. 
 
From an educational perspective, it is recommended that academics strive to balance 
the way in which students view relationships with the physical and social world. 
Students should be made aware of alternative viewpoints including the view of the 
material world as something to be respected rather than conquered or controlled. 
Associated with this should be the fostering of a caring attitude towards future 
generations. Slaughter (1994) suggests that this can be encouraged by giving people 
of the future proxy voices. He argues that because they do not yet exist as individuals, 
it is difficult to impute rights to them. Specific recommendations include reflecting on 
our organic continuity with future generations through our shared genetic material and 
by contemplating seriously and creatively some of the more evocative novels of the 
future (p. 1084). 
 
Essentially, what is being argued for here is a new way of approaching design 
practice, necessitating, in turn, a revised design curriculum and its implementation. In 
the literature reviewed it is generally agreed that sustainable practice has to be 
integrated into the process of design, as a whole. Specifically, “many believe that 
architects must assimilate environmental precepts as an essential part of education, 
rather than relying on code changes and consultants…. They almost have to be 
lessons like Palladio or Vitrivius that the architect conceives and that are set in the 
back of his [sic] brain” (Branch 1993, p. 76). In the design studio, this could be 
fostered through projects which explicitly demand attention to sustainability issues, 
including the exploration of broader social, political and philosophical factors. 
 
Students should also be prepared for the fact that one’s various goals as a designer are 
not always compatible. From an educational point of view, students should be given 
the opportunity to assess each situation at that time and to strive for what is possible 
given those constraints identified. This in turn, calls for graduates who can undertake 
empirical research and who are prepared to involve other people in the design process 
form the beginning and throughout its duration. As part of their education, students 
should be encouraged to develop negotiation and leadership skills as well as an 
appreciation of themselves as team leaders and/or participants. Interdisciplinary team 
projects during a designer’s education would facilitate this development. 
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, students should be encouraged to appreciate sustainable design practice 
as an evolutionary and co-evolutionary process. Because of its reliance on major 
paradigm shifts, the movement towards higher level of sustainable practice will be 
slow and arduous. Graduates will be able to cope with this and develop appropriate 
attitudes and a sense of personal responsibility if, during their education, they are: (1) 
made aware of their own and others’ attitudes and how they can influence behaviour; 
(2) given the opportunity to form an appreciation of themselves as role models in 
society with an increased ascription of responsibility; and (3) allowed to develop a 
detailed knowledge of the range of issues associated with sustainability as well as 
appropriate strategies for its implementation.  
 
Correspondingly, this will demand that educators explore and address their own 
underlying values and attitudes as well as those reflected in current teaching 
approaches and course curricula. 
 
This study was intended only to highlight some of the issues of sustainable design 
practice and provide a basis for deliberation, debate and future research and 
development. While it is urgent that we start to address these issues more avidly, it 
should be reiterated that it will be an evolutionary and co-evolutionary process. As 
practitioners, educators and researchers we have the ability, the opportunity and the 
responsibility to respond to the challenge. As one participant designer put it: “If I 
don’t do anything about it, why should anyone else”? 
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